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The Details Matter

Text: Luke 1:26–38 

This morning is the fourth week of Advent and the prelude to the 
Christmas season. In week one I said that Advent speaks of the three 
comings of Christ: in the flesh as a baby born in Bethlehem, in our hearts 
daily as Lord and King, and in glory at the end of time. So far, we have 
seen how God has shown himself faithful by coming the first time and that 
should give us the confidence to believe that he will come again at the end 
of days. We have seen that Israel called upon God for forgiveness and 
rescue because they knew that he was their shepherd and the potter who 
made them, and he was willing to remake them though they were marred 
vessels. They prayed with confidence in who God is and the fact that he 
never changes.

Last week we looked at the promise of God to those who willingly follow 
him and keep his commandments—he offered them the promise of the new 
Heavens and the new Earth, when all things will be restored. All those who 
inherit this will live under the blessing, glory, and presence of God for all 
eternity. We saw the example of John the Baptist who knew Jesus for who 
he was, God in the flesh, who had come to usher in the kingdom of God 
here on earth. In this realization he was able to declare, He must increase, I 
must decrease (John 3:30). 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%201:26-38


This week we will focus on what is commonly called “the annunciation”, 
the announcement of the incarnation by the angel Gabriel to Mary (Luke 
1:26–38). The feast of the Annunciation is traditionally celebrated on March 
25th, but the gospel passage for this morning is the same as that used on 
March 25th. 

When writing a story, the author often reveals as much in the details within 
the story than in the main story itself. Sometimes it’s simply a matter of the 
proper use of punctuation to convey meaning. For example, the sentence, 
“Let’s go and eat Grandma” has a very different meaning if you add a 
comma between the words eat and Grandma. Instead of an invitation of 
cannibalism it becomes a warm invitation to a meal with your 
grandmother. “Let’s go and eat, Grandma.” Details can be very important 
when seeking to understand the deeper meaning of what is written and 
that is especially true of the Bible. 

When studying the scriptures there is the consideration of what is called 
the metanarrative, which is the overall theme of the story. I’ve told you 
before that I believe that the metanarrative of the entire Bible is the 
kingdom of God, it’s overarching theme. However, within the Bible there 
are many thousands of stories and lessons that help us understand God’s 
intention and plan in bringing the kingdom of God from Heaven to Earth. 
When we understand the metanarrative, it changes the focus of those 
stories from being random to intentional story telling directing us to the 
common theme. In other words, when you know the overall theme of a 
story, you can see the individual stories in the light of that theme. 

Many of these lessons teach us kingdom principles and themes that help us 
to know the character and nature of God and our own relationship and 
responsibilities to him. They teach us how we are to live in God’s kingdom 
with each other in response to what God has spoken in his word. Some 



even show us what the future kingdom of God will be like, sort of like an 
enticement to be found faithful.

We find that there are stories within stories in the Bible and each of us can 
probably remember reading a verse or section of verses many times, then 
one day, because of something being learned, those verses come alive in a 
new way and have a much deeper meaning than before. Sometimes it can 
simply be a new understanding of a word which means one thing in our 
culture but meant something very different in the ancient world. It totally 
changes the whole meaning of the verse or section of verses. Therefore we 
should be students of the word of God, it is continually unfolding for us to 
see the hope and the promises contained there. 

I wanted to begin this morning by laying this out because in our gospel 
reading from Luke 1:26–38 the details within the story add richness and 
depth to the story itself. I suspect that everyone one here is familiar with 
the story of the virgin Mary being approached by the angel Gabriel and 
told that she will give birth to the Son of God, but I think we need to see 
how the smaller details of the story give us hope and make it come alive 
within our own hearts.

First, I believe that it would be helpful to go back to the first part of chapter 
1 where the angel Gabriel went to Zechariah, a Jewish priest of the division 
of Abijah, who was serving in the temple of the Lord in Jerusalem burning 
incense. Listen to the words of the angel and his reaction to the angel, 

And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side 
of the altar of incense. And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and 
fear fell upon him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid Zechariah, 
for your prayers have been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 
son, and you shall call his name John.”



As you probably remember, the John referred to here is John the Baptist. 
Zechariah is his father and Elizabeth, a relative of the virgin Mary, is his 
mother. One of the important details of the story is that Zechariah and 
Elizabeth were very old and well past child bearing age. Gabriel had come 
to announce that Elizabeth, who was barren, would give birth to a child 
which was a totally unexpected miracle. Their son would be the fore-
runner of the Messiah, the one promised in Isaiah 40, that would prepare a 
way for the Lord. 

God was fulfilling his promise by giving a child to a man and woman who 
were barren and had prayed for years for a child. How kind and loving is 
our God to choose them to be part of the plan in the coming of the Messiah. 
He could have chosen anyone because the primary focus would end up 
being on the child who was to announce the coming of the Messiah not the 
parents, but God had a plan within the plan in mind and it would include 
showing kindness to those who would normally be incidental to the story.

Gabriel continued telling Zechariah who this child would become, but his 
reaction was not one of gratefulness and amazement but doubt, and he 
responded, 

How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in 
years.” 19 And the angel answered him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the 
presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good 
news. 20 And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day 
that these things take place, because you did not believe my words, which 
will be fulfilled in their time.

The fact that Zechariah was troubled and afraid when the angel appeared I 
believe should be considered normal. Most every time we read in the Bible 
of an angel appearing, the person to whom they appear falls on their face 



in fear. The angel always says, “Don’t be afraid” which would indicate that 
there is something to be afraid of. The angels are the ones who continually 
fight against the demons of the kingdom of darkness and they no doubt are 
fierce warriors and mighty in stature. These are not the little cherubs in 
Raphael’s paintings. This is not cupid that we are talking about. The point 
is that if an angel shows up and gives you the assurance that he didn’t 
come to destroy you, then it should go without saying that what he came to 
say should be believed. After all, he is an angel sent from God, the creator 
of the universe and unlimited in power and glory. You would assume that a 
priest would be in awe and wonder at such a thing and would be praising 
God at the good news brought by the angel, but instead Zechariah can’t see 
that what the angel is promising is even humanly possible. He is right in 
that assumption, but it isn’t a human who is making the promise, it is God. 
So, he is given a lesson on the cost of doubting God but, because God is 
rich in mercy, he will still be given a son. I think this is an important detail 
within the story.

Let’s turn our focus now on our gospel reading this morning from Luke 1 
and read verses 26–33, 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee 
named Nazareth, 27 to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was 
Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin's name was Mary. 28 And he 
came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!”  
29 But she was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what 
sort of greeting this might be. 30 And the angel said to her, “Do not be 
afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 31 And behold, you will 
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. 
32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the 
Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will 



reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no 
end.” 

This story happens six months after the story with Zechariah but it’s still 
the angel Gabriel that is bringing the good news to Mary. There are several 
details in this story that I believe make it have deeper meaning. The first is 
that God chose a young girl from Nazareth a city of Galilee. There is no 
reference in the Old Testament of Nazareth and if you look you can see that 
it is only referred to in the gospels and Acts when speaking of the place 
where Jesus grew up. He was referred to as Jesus of Nazareth, and the Jews 
knew that there were no prophecies foretelling the Messiah coming out of 
any part of Galilee. John 7:52 records the Pharisee’s chastising Nicodemus 
for defending Jesus by saying, Look into it, and you will find that a 
prophet does not come out of Galilee.

God sent the angel to a very young girl who was from a region that was 
held in contempt by the Sanhedrin, as an area where Jews had intermarried 
with other nations and did not zealously observe the law. The Jews weren’t 
merely saying that the scriptures had not foretold of a prophet coming out 
of Galilee but that God would never raise up a prophet from such a 
disreputable place. Even though Jesus was actually born in Bethlehem, he 
was called Jesus of Nazareth because he grew up there. Though Nazareth is 
in the general region of Galilee, it is 15 miles away from the Sea of Galilee 
which is a long way to walk or ride a donkey. It is six miles from the closest 
major road. Nazareth did not have a good water supply; only one fairly 
weak well in the center of the village. It was not a good place to be from, 
yet God chose to find the mother of our Lord there.

For me it seems fitting since the Messiah would be of the line of David and 
would sit upon his throne eternally. 1 Samuel 16 tells the story of God 
sending Samuel to anoint the one who was to be the new king of Israel to 



replace Saul. He sent him to Bethlehem, the smallest town of the tribes of 
Judah, and he sent him to the least important family and chose the 
youngest son, David, who was a shepherd boy, a job that was considered 
the lowest in their culture. Could it be that God is sending us the message 
that he can raise up to lowest of the low to accomplish all his holy will? 
Perhaps it isn’t about us being great or powerful but about the God who is.

Secondly, God chose a young girl who was betrothed to a man named 
Joseph, of the house of David. There were three stages to the Jewish ritual 
during that time. First there was the Engagement which was a formal 
agreement made by the fathers. Then came the Betrothal, the ceremony 
where mutual promises were made. During this ceremony a bridal price 
was paid to the father of the bride. The young girl could become betrothed 
starting at the age of twelve, but once it was done she was legally married 
and could be called the wife of the groom. Approximately one year later 
there would be the marriage when the bridegroom came for his bride, 
usually at an unexpected time. When a couple was betrothed, they were 
under the obligations of faithfulness, and a divorce was required to break 
the betrothal. This was not a casual promise.

This is the situation into which the angel Gabriel came to Mary saying, 
Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!  You’ll notice that Luke 
doesn’t record that she is afraid but only troubled at such an unusual 
greeting. Imagine a 12–14-year-old girl being addressed by an angel, telling 
her that she is the favored one and the Lord is with her. I suspect that in her 
humility she was prevented from understanding this greeting. Essentially, 
she was thinking, “what in the world is he talking about?” She didn’t seem 
to fear the angel being there, but he still encouraged her not to fear because 
what he was going to say next could cause a great deal of fear considering 
that everything in her life was about to change, not just because she was 



going to have a child, but what that would mean for her since she was 
betrothed. Gabriel was telling her that she will be giving birth to the Son of 
the Most High God, the long-awaited Messiah who would eternally reign 
on David’s throne. Who would believe that story? Perhaps, unlike 
Zechariah, she assumed that whenever an angel comes to you with news it 
is going to be something pretty amazing and if from God, he could work 
out the details. 

Her response shows her immediate concern. Let’s read Luke 134–38, 

And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” 
35 And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be 
born will be called holy—the Son of God. 36 And behold, your relative 
Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth 
month with her who was called barren. 37 For nothing will be impossible 
with God.” 38 And Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it 
be to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.

Zachariah and Mary both question what Gabriel was telling them but with 
Zachariah it was due to skepticism that such a thing could happen whereas 
with Mary it was simply wondering how God would accomplish this since 
she was a virgin. It would seem that Gabriel could discern unbelief from 
curiosity. So, he tells her what would happen… the Holy Spirit would come 
upon her and the power of the Most High would overshadow her.

The word overshadow means “to cover with a cloud,” as in the cloud of 
Shekinah glory that followed Israel in the wilderness (Exodus 16:10, 19:9, 
24:16, 34:5, 40:34), or the cloud on the Mount of Transfiguration where 
Moses and Elijah met with Jesus (Matthew 17:5, Mark 9:7, Luke 9:34). This 
cloud was a visible manifestation of the glory and presence of God. This 



means that the same power of God that was with Moses and others in the 
Old Testament was now going to do a unique work in the life of Mary. To 
encourage her faith that God is doing a mighty work, Gabriel tells her that 
her relative Elizabeth who Mary knew to be well past child bearing age, 
was now 6 months pregnant because nothing is impossible with God. It 
was one thing for an elderly couple to find themselves pregnant. But for a 
virgin to do so would require an act of God.

Mary’s response has been the subject of books and long conversations for a 
long time. She doesn’t ask the angel to give her some time to think about it 
or give him all the reasons why God should find someone else for this, she 
simply says, Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according 
to your word. 

Consider the situation that Mary found herself in. She was a simple young 
woman from an unimpressive town and family, betrothed to be married to 
Joseph, a widower and carpenter. All these things were common and 
ordinary, nothing spectacular. Suddenly, she finds out that the Holy Spirit 
will overshadow her and she will become pregnant with the Son of the 
Most High. In essence her betrothal is changed from Joseph to God the 
Most High and her allegiance is now to Him. She would later find out that 
the Father of the Son that she to give birth to was himself paying a very 
high price for this child to be born. Her commitment was to faithfulness, 
and just like her betrothal to Joseph this was not a casual agreement: it 
changed everything.

She had not asked for this or sought this role in God’s plan. It was God 
who intruded into her life and brought her into the plan for the Messiah, 
the Savior of the world. She couldn’t fully understand what this was going 
to cost her, but she would be found faithful and that is what God wanted 
from her.



I love this story and ones like it where common ordinary people are raised 
up by God and anointed to live out extraordinary lives in glory to God. If 
you look back throughout the word of God, you will find the super stars of 
our faith were simply ordinary men and women that God raised up out of 
common lives and empowered to accomplish the miraculous. When God 
first came to Moses as a burning bush, Moses was 80 years old and a 
shepherd tending the flocks of his father-in- law Jethro, a Midianite. The 
fact that he became the one that God used to deliver Israel out of the 
slavery of Egypt had nothing to do with Moses’ qualifications or strength. 
It was God who raised him up to become the leader of Israel and the one 
through whom the law of God was given. Exodus 33:11 says, 

Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his 
friend.

Why did God do that? Because he wanted to and because Moses followed 
his commands. In today’s story an angel approaches a very common young 
girl from a very unimpressive town and raises her up to be the mother of 
our Lord. That was over 2000 years ago and today she is still remembered 
and revered by hundreds of millions. Is it because she was so great and 
powerful? No, it was because she trusted God enough to do what he asked. 
He did all the rest.

Today, God through his word and Spirit is still asking us to be faithful to 
what to has asked us to do. Spread the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ to everyone, everywhere. It begins here at home and it begins when 
we simply say to him, “Lord, use me in what ever way you want or in the 
words of Mary the mother of Jesus, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; 
let it be to me according to your word.” Let’s pray.
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